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The militaristic response to the Sept. 11 attacks may not be the
most productive approach to combating terrorism.
That was the message from Naval Postgraduate School
graduate student Michelle Shevin to a class at the Center for
Homeland Defense and Security (CHDS) on October 27, 2011.
She was a finalist in the 2011 CHDS Essay Competition and
presented her paper to cohort 1101/1102. Shevin recently
completed a master’s degree in global policy from NPS.
Shevin’s entry, “Narrative and Naivete in National Security,”
examined the Sept. 11 attacks less as an act of war and more
like a work of art in responding to the essay prompt based on a
quote from French composer Claude Debussy: “Works of art
make rules; rules do not make works of art.” How might this idea
be applied to how we approach homeland defense and
security?
“That prompt was so intriguing that it kept me thinking all day
after I heard about it,” Shevin said.
In addressing the essay question, Shevin casts the Sept. 11
attacks as an artistic endeavor, made by Muslims for a Muslim,
rather than American, audience. That is a different perception than the traditional militaristic view of the attacks that
took root in the days after they occurred. The problem with that narrative, Shevin argued, is that it calls for a
commensurate military response that may not be the most effective.
“Terrorist acts are typically viewed as an act of war, particularly by the population they are committed against,”
Shevin said. “That was the natural assumption after Sept. 11. I think that is an assumption that maybe goes
unquestioned by a lot of people today. That sort of inspired my approach to this prompt.”
Associated with the militaristic view is the narrative of the attacks as part of a clash of civilizations between the West
and Islam, another faulty view as Shevin sees it.
Instead, Shevin takes a different approach by considering the attacks as an artistic spectacle and what kind of
analysis an alternative view of the attacks may produce.
“It allowed me to step away from the knee-jerk assumptions that I think naturally we make, especially when the issue
is as personal and emotional as terrorists attacks usually are,” Shevin told the class. “It just provided me another
lens through which to analyze the issue. It gave me the opportunity to identify more stakeholder groups who may
interpret events differently.”
Rather than a case of West versus Islam, her essay viewed the attacks as a statement of the faded greatness of
Islamic culture, a narrative much older than America itself that sees Islam’s historic intellectual achievements as
diminished in modern civilization.
With this non-military lens, Shevin suggests that a domestic law enforcement approach, while currently insufficient,
is of greater value than a military approach to combating terrorism.
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“If we use this idea then maybe we view this as a spectacle, or a finale; not necessarily an act of war that calls for a
mirror response,” Shevin said.
Copyright/Accessibility/Section 508
2/2
